PMTS and stress response sequences in parents of children with spina bifida.
To test the presence and progress of Pediatric Medical Traumatic Stress (PMTS) symptoms in parents of children with spina bifida (SB). Parents of 23 newborns with SB were interviewed prospectively and parents of 58 school-aged children with SB were interviewed retrospectively. PMTS symptoms were assessed with 17 DSM-IV criteria for the clusters Intrusion, Avoidance, and Increased Arousal. Within 3 months after the SB diagnosis, 75% of the parents met diagnostic criteria for symptoms of Intrusion and Increased Arousal, but not of Avoidance. In parents of school-aged children with SB, PMTS symptoms had declined in the first 4 years of the child's life and stabilized during the school years. Approximately 30% of the mothers and 20% of the fathers still met diagnostic criteria for Intrusion, Avoidance and Increased Arousal. In mothers of children with open SB, symptoms of Intrusion and Increased Arousal had decreased more slowly than in mothers of children with closed SB. An SB diagnosis initially provokes traumatic stress symptoms in three-quarters of the parents; however, in most of them, these symptoms diminish during the first 4 years of the child's life. In a minority of the parents, severe stress symptoms persist beyond middle childhood. Professional psychological help may need to be offered to this selective group of parents whose levels of stress do not decline after the child's preschool years. Longitudinal research is needed to further investigate and confirm the trends that were found in parents' psychological adjustment to SB.